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IE WALL STREET JOURNAL MONDAY ^RIL 1, 1985 


The Old World Needs a New Ideology 


By Irving Kristol 

The administration of Ronald Reagan is 
a fascinating meld of two strands of con* 
servative thinking. The first is a tradi- 
tional conservatism that emphasizes the 
prudential management of both economic 
affairs and foreip policy. The White 
House staff* top officials throughout the ex- 
ecutive branch, and Republican leaders in 
Congress are, for the most part, faithful 
representatives of this '*normaT’ tradition. 
In essence, they see this administration as 
a (perhaps more effective) continuation of 
the Ford administration. Thus, in econom- 
ics they are most concerned with ^‘fiscal 
responsibility,*' i.e., a balanced budget. In 
foreign policy they define ^‘national secu- 
rity" in relatively narrow terms, are aller- 
gic to anything other than defensive ac- 
tions. In short, they are conservative in the 
literal sense of being distrustful of new 
ideas and bold, innovative policies. 
‘Standing TaU Again* 

At least half the time. Mr. Reagan 
speaks and acts as such a traditional con- 
servative. But he also, at critical mo- 
ments, speaks and acts as a new kind of 
conservative- a “neoconservative." Neo- 
conservatism is that strange creature, a 
future-oriented conservatism, stressing the 
economics of growth rather than of stabil- 
ity, the politics of hope rather than of pres- 
ervation. It exudes a spirit of buoyant self- 
confidence rather than of grim defensive- 
ness. It is this new kind of conservatism 
that marks this administration off from 
previous Republican administrations. It is 
neoconservatism that gave rise to supply- 
side economics and to what one may now 
call a “supply-side" foreign policy-i.e., a 
policy of action rather than reaction, as 
represented by the invasion of Grenada, 
the Strategic Defense Initiative and sup- 
port for the contras in Nicaragua. 

It is important to note that none of these 
innovations has ever had much support 
among traditional conservatives. If Gerald 
Ford or Robert Dole or Howard Baker or 
Robert Michel were president instead of 
Ronald Reagcin. they would not have hap- 
pened. It is also important to note that had 
they not happened, there very well might 
not have been a second Reagan adminis- 
tration. To the degree that Mr. Reagan is 
now widely regarded as a ‘^successful" 
president, it is his neoconservadsm, not his 
conservatism, that is primarily responsi- 
ble. It is this neoconservative dimenskm to 
his policies that causes the American peo- 
ple to feel that "we are standing tall 


again," and to look to the future— personal 
and natlonal-with optimism. 

How different it is in the democracies of 
Western Europe! There, a traditional con- 
servatism still dominates the conservative 
parties and still shapes the policies of con- 
servative governments when in office. The 
result is economic stagnation, a spirit of 
political resignation (or even depression), 
and foreign policies that are defensive in 
spirit, timid in execution and generally de- 
moralizing in their effect. 

ParadoxicaUy, it is only in France, un- 
der a Socialist government, that there are 
any signs of an emerging neoconservative 


impulse. It is only in France that, as all 
opinion polls reveal, Ronald Reagan would 
win a clear majority were the French peo- 
ple permitted to vote in American elec 
tions. It is only in France that books are 
being written and published on supply-sidt‘ 
economics, and that popular magazines 
are genuinely curious about the "secret 
of Mr. Reagan’s success. And it is only in 
France where the popular response to the 
Strategic Defense Initiative is: "Sounds 
good-let’s get a piece of the action." 

Just how serious or profound this trend 
in France is remains to be seen. The So- 
cialist government still has a couple of 
years in which to regain its lost popularity, 
and there are even signs that it may resort 
to some supply-side economic measures to 
do so. ’The ccHiservative opposition is frag- 
mented, uninspired, uninspiring. Peihaps a 
French Ronald Rea^ may yet emerge. 

But where conservative parties are ac- 
tually in office, as in Britain and West Ger- 
many, that possibility seems excluded. 
Those traditional American conservatives 
who deplore President Reagan’s neocon- 
servative inclinations-and this includes 
much of the business community-would 
do well to look at the current condition of 
Britain and Germany. They would then 
have a sense of where we would be under a 
traditional omservative administration. 
And they would find very little to encour- 
age them in their views. 

In Britain , economic growth proceeds at 
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about a 3% annual rate, tnflattoo la at the 
American level of 4% to 5%. while the (lefl- 
dt a percentafe of gross national prod- 
uct la 0 ^ half the Ainerlaui level. That 
sounds pretty much like what our Federal 
Reserve Boaid and financial coaununlty 
think la appropriate for the U.S. But in 
Britain It baa resulted In 13% unempkur- 
ment, with little hope of that level coming 
down in the foreseeade future. If anyone 
were to set out to discredit conservative 
government as a viable pditkal opdon. 
this would be the wi^ to go about It 

But adien one suggests to British con- 
servatives that there might be something 

to be learned frrnn the Reagan experience, 
one hears the dismissive idirase “voodoo 
economics.*' The most recent Conservative 
bu^ offers a mixture of parsimonious 
tax cuts (mainly affecting lower-income 
pec^le) and somewhat smaller tax in- 
creases cm consumption. This, it is ex- 
plaliied, is “all the government can af- 
ford.** for there can be no significant cut in 
tax rates until government spending is 
**brought under control.** 

But bow do you bring government 
spendhug under control when you have 13% 
unemployment? In a denuxracy. that is a 
pradi^ Impossibility, and Prime Minis- 
ter Margaret Thatcher’s futile efforts to do 
that are tearing her party apart The more 
Uberal conservatives (the ’’wets”) as well 
as ttie more traditi(mal Tories (with their 
paternalistic philosophy of goveniment) 
combine to defeat her every move. It is an 
omtnous sign that die Labor Pirty-today 
an ‘‘extremist** party of the left hy any 
stendards-is gradually increasing its 
standing in the opinion polls. As someone 
once said. “You can’t b^t a iKWse with no 
horse,” and what Mrs. Thatcher Is riding 
is a rocking horse. 

As with economic policy, so with foreign 
policy. The obduracy with regard to voo- 
doo economics is paralleled by a haughty 
skepticism of “voodoo military strategy*— 
i.e., Star Wars. True, Mrs. Thatcher had 
her moment of glory with the FaBdands 
War. which once again made Britons 


**fltand tan.** But stnee dMii"||Mqr have 
com to itaiM nian tgife, u 
government focuses ita foreign poOcy on 
toe wlQ-o'-toe-wIsp of arms controL 
As a consequence of all this, toe spirit 
of Britain la at a low cM>. A vlMtor from 
toe U.&. DOW somewhat haUtuatod to a 
Rmigan-hxhiced optlmlsin, to token alM^ 
to discover Just how low thtt ebb to. The 
nation as a whole seems to have beccnne 
cynfoally apolitical. Bven toe,Marxtot-led 
miners' strike caused only ^pple In the 
general apathy, as did Mrs. Tiitcher's ul- 
timate victory In that confrontation. 

What to true of Britain also holds true 
for West Germany, vdiere a conservative 
government seems equally determined to 
give conservatism a bad name. It to a 
stuQy. unimaginative, letha^ govern- 
ment Tax cuts are as unthlnlme In Ger 
many as in Britain, while the foreign sec- 
retaries of these two nations echo one an- 
other in their cautious denigratkai of the 
Strtiegic Defense Initiative. Most Impor 
tant in neither Britain nor Germany do 
you have that striking U.S. pbenomoMm— 
the movement of younger people toward a 
more conservative orientation. And in nei- 
ther country do you have that other strik- 
ing U.S. phenomenon -the movement 
among intellectuals toward a more conser- 
vative orientation. Traditional conserva- 
tism in Western Europe, having staked no 
bold claim to the future. Is rapidly becom- 
ing a mode of politics without a future. 
Mr, Voicker’s Turnabout ^ 

All of this bodes ill for toe|tostem alli- 
ance. It also represents a danger to the 
conservative revival In the VJ5. itself. Our 
strong economic recovery|cannot be ex- 
pected to last Indefinitely Itjtoe economies 
of Western Europe do not pibk up momen- 
tum. Bven Paul Volcker (^^all i^ple!) to 
now urging the British and German gov- 
ernments to enact a substantial cut in tax 
rates- and to accept deficits 

that go with it^ln oidegifet their econo- 
mies moving again. Ftopq* voodoo eco- 
Domlei wOl be inore beoq’table coining 
from him than fron^Ronald Reagan. So 
togi/^iMwever. toeyLatHf no signs of hudg- 
tof Ttom their obeoMlcommttmeiit to a 
tramtkmal conaervattato that, in both do- 
mestic and foreign peiky, imprisons their 
nations in a dead end. 


Mr. KrisM to (he /ohn M. Okn profes- 

School €f Bhiitoesf and a senior feOow of 
the Afnirk(mJlb^ /nstftoto. \ 
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